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By Julie Bawden Davis When asked who should be
credited for his success as
an accomplished concert

pianist, Robert Van Horne’s answer
may surprise you. While he received
encouragement from his mother and
has been taught by some highly
skilled piano teachers, ultimately Van
Horne points to Toastmasters for
making his career what it is today. 

Toastmasters didn’t teach Van
Horne how to play the piano, but
the organization did show him how
to communicate with audiences – a
critical ingredient of successful per-
forming. Though Van Horne had
enjoyed 20 years as a professional
piano player, it wasn’t until he joined
Toastmasters in 2001 that his career
truly took off. 

“For many years I played for audi-
ences in clubs and restaurants, and it
was fairly easy and non-threatening,
as long as they didn’t ask me to
speak to the audience,” says Van
Horne, a CTM in Switch-On Club
4224 in Campbell, California. When
asked to address an audience, how-
ever, he became terrified. 

“I worked on a cruise ship as a
pianist in the 1980s, and I remember
one time in particular when the
cruise director asked me to make an
announcement to the passengers
about what was happening in anoth-
er lounge,” says Van Horne. “I
became so tongue-tied, I don’t think
the people understood what I said. I
was only okay if I could hide behind
my piano.” 

Hiding behind his piano was
stunting Van Horne, who had the
makings of a becoming a successful
concert pianist. Though he longed to
step up his career and give a con-
cert, his intense fear of public speak-
ing prevented him. 

“To reach the next level with my
playing, I had to start interacting with
and engaging the audience,” he says.
“Those pianists who concentrate on
classical music can often get away
with just playing, but my forte is in
more contemporary pieces and songs
that are classical, yet widely recog-
nizable. I also perform many of my
own songs, so talking to the audi-
ence is critical.” 

While listening to motivational
tapes, Van Horne heard a suggestion
to join Toastmasters and decided to
attend a meeting. “All of the positive
feedback shared at the meeting was
impressive, and I left feeling more at
ease about public speaking,” he says.

A concert pianist
learns to communicate
with audiences.

T O A S T M A S T E R  T E S T I M O N I A L

A Life in Tune: Robert Van Horne

6Robert Van Horne no longer
hides behind his piano.
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his mother, who was also musically
inclined. By eighth grade, however,
he had decided to become a priest.
His mother suggested that he wait
until he was out of high school
before making a final decision. In the
meantime, he started taking lessons
with Earl Ecternach, who proved to
be influential in his music career. 

“Earl gave me a lot of encourage-
ment and reinforcement, and he is
really the reason I play the piano
today,” says Van Horne. “I learned to
play classical music from him, and
he made me feel as if I was someone
special on the piano.” 

After high school, Van Horne
went to the Philadelphia Musical
Academy and earned degrees in
music and music education. After
graduating, he hoped to teach
music, but many music programs
were being fazed out of public
schools at the time (the late 1960s
and early 1970s), so he worked as a
substitute teacher and played the
piano whenever he could at restau-
rants, parties and with a dance band
that specialized in music from the
1940s and 1950s.  

For a period of two years in the
early 1980s, Van Horne had the good
fortune to take lessons with promi-
nent jazz pianist/composer George
Shearing. From 1985 to 1988, he lived
in Singapore and was featured as a
guest soloist with several orchestras

“I decided that Toastmasters might
be able to help me.” 

In true Toastmasters style, “might”
turned into “definitely.” Even though
Van Horne never imagined himself
speaking in front of a large audience,
on September 21, 2003, he held a
two-hour concert for a sell-out audi-
ence of 350. During what he calls his
Ice Breaker concert, Van Horne easi-
ly moved from song to song, all
while chatting with the audience. 

“That concert was an extremely
empowering experience,” he says. “I
talked about each of the songs I play-
ed, explaining how some were my
own and how I created them. I also
encouraged audience participation by
asking for requests and even gave
30-second, onstage piano lessons.” 

Initially nervous during that first
concert, Van Horne used the skills
acquired through Toastmasters and
was soon at ease and enjoying him-
self. Since then, he’s given other con-
certs and has seen a definite change
in his career and how he plays.

“Toastmasters helped improve my
playing overall,” he says. “Since

joining, I’ve noticed that my confi-
dence has increased and that confi-
dence comes through when I per-
form.” 

A Pennsylvania native, Van Horne
started studying the piano when he
was seven at the encouragement of

performing Gershwin’s “Rhapsody In
Blue.” He has also recorded many
popular Chinese songs for EMI
Records. During his time in Singa-
pore, Van Horne met and married
his wife, Elaine. Now in their 19th
year of marriage, they live in San
Jose, California. 

In 1994, Van Horne created WPI
Records, an independent record com-
pany for production and distribution
of his recordings. He has released
five piano CD albums: Piano and
Memories, China Love, Moonlight
Piano, Rhapsody/Timeless Favorites
and Embraced by a Dream, all of
which feature popular and classical
songs, as well as original composi-
tions. China Love has been made into
a CD and was also published by
Warner Brothers publications in 1998
as a piano book for worldwide distri-
bution. Today he gives benefit con-
certs for a variety of causes. His most
recent attracted 500 people.  

In the future, with the help of his
newfound confidence, Van Horne
plans to continue establishing him-
self as a concert pianist. With the
help of Toastmasters, he’s confident
that his dreams will soon be reality.

Julie Bawden Davis is a freelance
writer and longtime contributor
to this magazine. She lives in
Southern California. Contact her at
julie@juliebawdendavis.com
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